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ABSTRACT

The Berbers: Constructed Identities by Foreigners on African Soil
by
Zineb Askaoui

Advisor: Elizabeth Macaulay-Lewis

This thesis examines the textual evidence pertaining to the identity of the local North African
population of Morocco. In examining the literature about North Africans and the inscriptions in
North Africa, I wish to determine who their authors were. Since North Africa has been invaded and
colonized multiple times throughout history, the available literature written by both the foreigners
who colonized it and the locals yielded interesting and sometimes contrasting results.
The names that address the local North Africans are pertinent expressions of identity or of forceful
submission. This study examines four different terms that have been used to describe the North
Africans of Morocco: Libyans, Afri, Mazigh and Berber. The aim is to determine whether or not
they are authentic expressions of identity. Additionally, discourses of the origins of the populations
are necessary to examine in order to understand the worldview of the Amazigh as well as that of
those who wrote about them. Finally, to compare the textual evidence concerning the origin story
of the Amazigh, the results of ancient DNA analysis of ancient genomes from the Early Neolithic
period in Morocco and Southern Iberia have been examined.

iv

To my father’s soul, may he rest in peace.
To my mother, whose identity I wish to revive.
To friends near and far.
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INTRODUCTION
This study examines the recorded identity of the local North African population of Morocco by
themselves and others on African soil. In fact, the first chapter concerns the soil which North
Africans and others inhabited. Its attributes and resources have acted as the springboard for
settlements, revolutions, expansions and invasions in the region. Its perennial rivers have facilitated
settlement centers and often acted as boarders between political entities. The mineral resources
have drawn foreign powers like the Phoenicians to settle on the coasts of the Mediterranean Sea
and the Atlantic Ocean. Such settlements and invasions have entered ancient Morocco in economic
networks of exchange that impacted the modes of artistic expression.
As the term Amazigh is becoming the most appropriate when addressing this population
today, the terms that have existed before lay outside of their context. An examination of the literary
and epigraphic record is presented in the second chapter. The terms that are discussed are Libyan,
Afer, Mazigh and Berber. The contextualized study of the origin of these terms and later
appropriations elucidates their meanings and the manner in which the local populations regarded
the terms and themselves.
This introspective aspect of identity imposes questions of origin and genetic and cultural
affiliations of the local North African populations. This is the subject of the third chapter of this
study. The literary evidence available is mainly written by the foreign powers that have invaded the
territory of ancient Morocco. Each of these powers compiled the narratives they believed to be true
about the North Africans which often expressed more about themselves than their subjects. Perhaps
the most interesting literature has been the North African works written in Arabic regarding their
own origins and history. It is a unique window on the psyche of a conquered population and on the
evolution of their statements as they drifted farther and farther from their pre-Islamic history.
1

The final part of this study discusses the results of the ancient DNA examinations
comparing the ancient North African genomes to the Iberian, African and Levantine genomes.
These results draw a timeline of migrations around the Mediterranean basin and state the origins of
the earlier stratum of the local population. Although in need of refinement, these results are
important elements to put in contrast against the literary corpus, especially because it has been
written by foreign invaders.

2

CHAPTER 1: THE GEOGRAPHY OF NORTHWEST AFRICA AND ITS PEOPLE
The subject of this study is the expressions of identity of the Amazigh populations of
Northwest Africa through their appellations and origin stories. The modern-day country that most
corresponds to the studied area is Morocco, which is part of today’s Maghreb region.1 It is a
heterogenous and historically intertwined part of the African continent that includes the following
current countries: Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya. Egypt has had a different
trajectory in North Africa which has differentiated it from the Carthaginian, Numidian and
Mauretanian experiences, and, hence, it will not be studied as part of ancient North Africa in this
thesis.2 Even though the Egyptian civilization will not be included as part of North Africa in this
study, the relationship between the Egyptian civilization and its neighbors to the east will certainly
be discussed.
In this chapter, I will begin by describing the geography of Northwest Africa, especially the
region that corresponds roughly to today’s Morocco. The literature I will be drawing from are the
publications under French colonialism (1912-1956) and after the independence from France and
Spain (1912-1956). I will then present the names of the population that has lived in this territory
according to the scholarships of the different authorities which controlled it. The stories of origin of
this population will be recounted under the lights of the foreign and local scholarship. Finally, an
examination of recent DNA results will provide a necessary scientific take on the origins and the
migration history of Northwest Africans.

1
Name attributed during the medieval Islamic time by the Arab speaking conquerors. The Arabic word Maghreb
means the West and thus designates the westernmost area of their conquered world.
2
Although Egypt is technically part of North Africa, throughout history it has been studied separately because it had
different cultural manifestations than the rest of North Africa. Amazigh North Africa is united by a common
experience in many aspects of culture including language. Technological innovations were introduced in similar
periods, sometimes emanating from the Egyptian civilization. Moreover, the different foreign powers have considered
Amazigh North African entities as extremely close to one another and often relied on this closeness in their
expansionist tactics (the Punic Wars, the Jugurtha War, the Arab conquest). Even today, an Egyptian national sees
themselves as North African or African only through the eyes of western scholarship and society.
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THE GEOGRAPHY OF MOROCCO, ITS PERENNIAL RIVERS AS BORDERS FOR
BERBERS AND THEIR COLONIZERS
North Africa is the “irregular quadrilateral” that is contained between the Atlantic Ocean to the
west, Ancient Egypt to the east, the Mediterranean Sea to the north and the Sahara to the south
(Fig. 1).3 The highest altitudes of the region are found in Morocco and are between 2500 and 4000
meters. The highest point in both the Middle East and North Africa is the Tubqāl Mountain that is
4167 meters high. Morocco’s high-altitude mountains, depicted as difficult to penetrate in
antiquity, dominate the Mediterranean coast with the Rif Mountains which extend into Algeria’s
Tellian Atlas Range. The Middle Atlas and High Atlas ranges in Morocco limit access to the
territory from the eastern border with Algeria. The Anti-Atlas Range separates the Sahara Desert
from the rest of the country. The altitude in Morocco averages to 800 meters, and that of the
Atlantic Coast is about 300 meters. Plains like that of the Gharb4 are arable and have provided the
necessary produce that supported the cities in Morocco throughout history. The waterways from
the Atlantic Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea and the many perennial rivers (Muluya, Martil,
Loukkos, Beht, Tensift, Sebou and Oum er-Rabi’) abundantly permeated the otherwise dry land.
Consequently, they supplied the cities around them for the sedentary communities and contributed
to cultivating the nearby lands. Precipitations are, naturally, also an important element in the
foundation and prosperity of Morocco’s cities. Morocco’s access to water is regarded as an
exception to the North African situation that is highly irregular regionally. North Africa suffers
from extremely dry summers and lack of precipitations. However, the Atlantic Ocean, the
Mediterranean Sea and the perennial rivers lead water into the coastal lands of the North and the
West of Morocco. The most important river, the Moulouya, has a flow of water ranging between
3

Decret, François, and Muhammad Fantar. L’Afrique Du Nord Dans l’Antiquité: Histoire et Civilisation. Payot, 1981,
10.
4
The western region on the Atlantic Coast from Rabat to Essaouira/Mogador.
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5000 km3 and 5 km3 per second. The seasonal rains begin from the autumn and the beginning of the
winter and often continue until the spring. The coastal band of the north that is affected by the
Mediterranean Sea is not wider than 100-200 km3.
The thick forests of Thuya, a tree endemic to North Africa, have supported the economic
exchanges with the populations of seafarers like the Phoenicians as well as supplied the hypocausts
of the Roman bathhouses. Access to ivory and ostrich eggshells have supplemented the same
Phoenician market with the desired luxury products.5 The perennial rivers and navigable waterways
have historical significance because they have facilitated communication and inserted the cities
dependent on them in wider networks. Some of these rivers were recorded as vague border zones
while others were the very precise property of two authorities at once.
The River Muluya (Mulucha/Molocath) has been recorded in classical literature as the
border area between the Mauretanian and Numidian Masaesylii kingdoms (Fig. 2).6 Nouzha
Boudouhou argues that the borders between the Mauretanian and Numidian kingdoms are difficult
to determine because they have been affected by the historical conflicts described in the Greek and
Latin literature.7 Strabo in his Geography wrote that the Masaesylii territory begins from the
Molocath and ends at the Cape Tretum in Algeria.8 Boudouhou refers to an argument presented by
Jehan Desange recognizing that this delimitation corresponds to the situation of the borders two
centuries prior to the composition of Strabo’s Geography.9 Boudouhou presents the location of the
Mauretanian/Numidian borders chronologically in order to trace the historical narrative of the
5

El Khayari, Abdelaziz. “Échanges Entre Le Maroc et La Méditerranée de l’époque Phénicienne à l’époque TardoRépublicaine.” In Méditerranée Occidentale Antique: Les Échanges III Seminario. Auditorium Du Musée d’histoire
Marseille, 14-15 Mai 2004. ANSER: Anciennes Routes Maritimes Méditerranéennes, edited by Anna Gallina Zevi and
Rita Turchetti, 150. Rome: Rubbettino, 2004.
6
Both Masaesylii and Massylii kingdoms are Numidian.
7
Boudouhou, Nouzha. “Le Territoire Entre Le Royaume Maure et La Numidie.” In Actes Du Premier Colloque Sur Le
Patrimoine Maure (Amazigh) Du Maroc Antique (Fès 29-31 Mars 2013), 84–109. Fès, 2014.
8
Strabo is the only geographer that used this specific term for the Muluya River in the antiquity. Other spellings
include Mulucha, Muluccha and Malva by Ptolemy. Strabo, Geography, XVII, 3, 9.
9
Desange, Jehan. “Le Témoignage de Strabon (XVII, 3, 2-8) Sur La Maurousie et l’Éthiopie Occidentale.,” 2 :
Archéologie préislamique:19–24. Rabat: SMAP, 2001.
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Mulucha River. Preceding the first Punic War (218-201 BCE), the territory from Mulucha to Tingis
was under the authority of the Masaesylii king Syphax (220-203 BCE), thus the Mulucha border
did not apply in this period. However, after the alliance between the Massylii king Massinissa and
the Mauretanian king Baga, the latter moved his borders from the Atlantic coast to the Mulucha.
This might have probably been the situation that Strabo described.10 Again, during the year 105
BCE, at the end of the War of Jugurtha (118-105 BCE), the Numidian king reigned over the
already unified Masaesylii and Massylii territories. The Mulucha became part of the territory of
Bocchus I (118-80 BCE) and no longer the border. In fact, Bocchus I was rewarded a third of the
Numidian territory from Rome for having betrayed his promises to his former ally, Jugurtha, and
delivering him to the Roman general Sulla. The successor of Bocchus I, however, chose to divide
the territory among his two descendants Bogud and Bocchus II using the Mulucha, once more, as
the border between them in the year 49 BCE. During the Actium Battle (31 BCE), it was Bocchus
II who supported Octavius. Consequently, Bocchus II re-unified Mauretania encompassing the
Mulucha. The final divide of Mauretania came under the Emperor Claudius in 42 CE after its
annexation to the Roman Empire in 41 CE. An examination of the archaeological record by
Boudouhou delivered fragmentary dates and remained fruitless in determining the importance of
the Mulucha as the border of the Mauretanian kingdom.
The fluctuating location of this eastern border is a result of the character the North African
tribes or federation of tribes as presented by François Decret and Mhamed Fantar:
The history of this region has often been affected by wars between tribes or federations of
tribes, as well as by the opposition between the sedentary agriculturers and the pastoralist

10

Boudouhou, Le Territoire, 89.
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nomads… despite the cultural kinship links that unite them, [they] continued to feel hostile
towards one another.11
René Rebuffat argued that the Mulucha could not have been the definite border stating that it
“couldn’t have been other than hastily theoretical”.12 Rebuffat indicates that Ptolemy has specified
that it married the line of the Atlantic coast as it progressively and slightly moved towards the east
away from the river.13 Thus, the river should be dissociated from the border.
The second river that served as a border but that has been presented as the property of two
states at once is the Lixos/Loukkos River (Fig. 3). This river is an important navigable waterway
that linked the Phoenician merchants to the city of Lixus/Liksh that they established on the Atlantic
Ocean. Jerôme Carcopino very succinctly presented the ancient territory of Morocco almost solely
through classical literature.1415 Consequently, the geography is not discussed in its own rights but
rather as a frail memory of the Greeks and Romans who were not the local population who
mastered the land through the millennia of their existence. In order to depict the state of the
geography during his time, Carcopino presents it through the newer colonial lenses of France and
Spain. It is in this context that he determines the southern contemporary border at the “Spanish”
Rio de Oro, the conventional line between Morocco and Algeria under France to the east and the
River Loukkos as belonging to both France and Spain in the north and, thus, acting as a border
zone between, essentially, two countries. It is quite surprising to have such a concise description,
especially after the publications of the multiple volumes of the French geographic expeditions to
Morocco prior to the colonization. Should access to these have been complicated, maps of the
11

Decret, Fantar. L’Afrique Du Nord, 37.
Rebuffat, René. “La Frontière de La Tingitaine.” Frontières et Limites Gèographiques de l’Afrique Du Nord
Antique. Actes de La Table Ronde En Hommage à Pierre Salama (Paris, 2-3 Mai 1997), 2000, 277.
13
Ptolemy pl. 21 bis.
14
Carcopino, Jerôme. Le Maroc Antique. 12th ed. Gallimard, 1943.
15
Carcopino (1881-1970) was a member of the French School in Rome (1904-1907) and a History Professor in France.
In 1912, he became the monuments inspector in Algeria under the French colonization. He has also served as a lecturer
at the University of Algiers (1912-1920).
12
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region have been widely available since 1592, namely in European publications of the Geography
of the famous Ceuta native al-Idrissī (1099-1165).16 Because Carcopino did not rely on broader and
more appropriate literature, his description of the geography of Morocco is far from thorough.
Moreover, his writing uncovers an underlying anxiety to attribute the territories and resources to a
colonizing authority rather than present the information about the locations of the features and
resources of the land. This could have perhaps been the result of the political pressure on the
scholarship of the employees of the colonial power. Nonetheless, this eclipses the necessary
information about the attributes of the land which could explain the development of sedentary
lifestyles, settlement patterns and the exploitation of the natural resources for the new technologies.
This problematic tradition of the 19th and 20th centuries continues through this work, especially
when the history of the region is reduced to the power shifting from the Phoenicians, to the Roman
and again to the Arabs as “masters”.17 It clearly strips modern-day Moroccans in the post-colonial
setting of their agency and denies them the right to the full account of their history predating
French and Spanish colonialization. Decret and Fantar repeatedly touch on this occurrence and,
rightly so, describe it as either deliberately or unintentionally advancing an ideology and a policy
of sidelining Moroccans.18
I do not wish to dwell on the plethora of publications carrying similar statements, but it is
important to highlight two statements sourced from one publication that perfectly illustrate the
realities of the twentieth century scholarship. Raymond Thouvenot’s review of Gilbert CharlesPicard’s la Civilisation de l’Afrique Romaine (1960) notes that the delinquent character of the
Libyans under Rome is identical to that of the North Africans under France.19 These statements

16

Tolmacheva, Marina. “The Medieval Arabic Geographers and the Beginnings of Modern Orientalism.” International
Journal of Middle East Studies 27, no. 2 (1995): 141–142.
17
Carcopino, Le Maroc, 24.
18
Decret, Fantar, L’Afrique Du Nord, 37.
19
Thouvenot, Raymond. “L’Afrique Romaine Aux Trois Premiers Siècles.” Journal Des Savants, no. 3 (1960): 131.
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were published in the same year as Mauritania’s independence from France, two years before that
of Algeria, and four after that of Morocco and Tunisia:
Ever since Rome, having all coasts [of North Africa] under its control, quasi-erased piracy,
robberies served as an outlet for those [Lybians] who couldn’t submit to regulated work
under a policed society: today, they attack banks and break safes.
This depiction of North Africans as criminals refusing a civilized and safe society in the Roman
period as in the colonial period is an obvious propagandist claim. These claims not only directly
bolster the presence of France on African soil as a legitimate “policing” authority, but also
insinuate a patrilineal relationship between Rome and France. As a conclusion to the article, the
author glorifies Rome (and by kinship the West) for the awakening it has induced in the
civilizations it conquered:
The societies that existed prior to the Roman conquest haven’t transmitted, almost, anything
from their civilization, not even Carthage… It’s Rome that permitted them to contribute to
the culture of humanity.20
Concerning the transmission of culture and history, Rome does not seem to be an exception, but
merely a civilization similar in its expansion to that of the Phoenician, Carthaginian and Arab
civilizations in the Mediterranean basin.
The study of ancient Morocco demands an examination of the historical and archaeological
scholarly works, including those of the 19th and 20th centuries that heavily rely on the colonial lens.
The few aforementioned examples prove that these texts require an acutely cautious research
methodology that includes the examination of Western, Near Eastern and North African
scholarships alike.

20

Thouvenot, L’Afrique Romaine, 139.
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Morocco’s territory in North Africa is privileged in terms of access to the coasts of the
Mediterranean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. This fortunate exposure provides the land with
perennial rivers and navigable waterways. These rivers will prove essential in the history of
settlement and the prosperity of the urban centers developed on these rivers. As Boudouhou and
Rebuffat argued the eastern borders, however unstable under political circumstances, should not be
associated with the Muluya River. Nonetheless, this oscillation of the border between the Muluya
river and the Numidian territory proves that it was believed to be a natural compartment of the
territories where the two ethnicities of the Mauretanian and Numidian populations settled.
It is a fact that the ancient history of North Africa is written by the others: Greeks, Romans,
and Arabs to name the main powers of the Mediterranean basin who left their narratives on
multiple mediums. However, history today can be constructed from the results of art historical and
archaeological examinations. Questions that are more complicated than conflicts, revolutions and
triumphs like identity, tribal affiliations and religious dedication can be addressed or at least
contemplated. What do we know, then, about the identities of the ancient Moroccans? What did
they call themselves? What did they call their land? And what origins do they attribute to
themselves?

10

CHAPTER 2: THE NAMES OF THE POPULATION
The populations of North Africa in antiquity have been widely named the Libyans. The
name is attested in different Greek and Latin sources. The Western and North African scholarships
of the 19th and 20th centuries have compiled the evidence for the term Libyan in literature and
archaeology. They have also studied the origins of the term and produced hypotheses supporting a
foreign and a local origin. In other works, the term Afer (pl. Afri) exists almost exclusively in the
Latin literature of the Roman period. The only name that has been appropriated in the medieval,
colonial and post-colonial periods by colonizers and Berbers alike is the term Berber. It is present
in both Eastern and North African Arabic literature of the medieval period and presents evidence of
the post-conquest internal perception of Berber identity by the Berbers. The term Amazigh is a
name that the populations throughout northern Africa chose for themselves. It is commonly used in
literature, administration and political discourses until today. It is important to examine the names
chosen by the populations of North Africa and the colonizing powers that have produced
knowledge about them. Appellations remain a major medium of expressing the freedom of identity,
and the names of the North African population have been diverse throughout history: Libyans,
Afri, Berbers and Amazigh. What evidence is there for names that are chosen, imposed (slurs) or
appropriated for the Berbers of northwest Africa.

THE LIBYANS OF LIBYA
Decret and Fantar present both a compilation of the textual and art historical evidence for
the existence of the anthroponym Libyan and the toponym Libya and a compelling case for the
origin of the appellation.21 Let us first eliminate the hypothesis that is the pure fruit of the linguists’
imagination. Louis Deroy suggested that the name Libyan originates from the Greek word Libuse
21

Decret, Fantar, L’Afrique Du Nord, 14-21.
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coined by Aegeo-Cretan sailing populations which designates all that is dark and black and which
antonym is Liguse for what is fair and pleasant.22 Both the works of Decret and Fatar and Stéphane
Gsell refute this hypothesis as “insidious” and “fragile”, respectively, because at that period, there
was not such a contrast in the skin colors of the cultures and civilizations surrounding the western
Mediterranean basin: the Catalan, Languedocien, Provincial and Libyan populations. It is perhaps
later that the image of the North African moors was constructed to include a darker skin color than
the fair European skin color. Moreover, in the case of a little-known language like that of North
Africa, using other languages of other origins to explain local toponyms and anthroponyms can
only be imaginative.
The first surviving Greek mentions of Libya are from Homer and Herodotus. Homer
mentions a Libya where all levels of society are well fed with cheese, meat and milk, while
Herodotus points out that there are many races of Libyans in North Africa living with Greeks and
Phoenicians.23 However, earlier mentions are found in Pharaonic Egypt; hieroglyphic texts of the
second millennia BCE mention the names: Lebou and Rebou for the Libyan populations living west
of the Nile. The evidence mentions the Mashawasha (Mashaouasha) Lebou, interpreted as the
Maxyes of Herodotus, as Libyan mercenaries fighting for Pharaohs or feudal lords of the region.
During the reign of Meneptah, the son of Ramses II (1230-1227 BCE), tribes of the Lebou joined
the invasion of Egypt by the “sea people”. It wasn’t until the victory of the Delta (1191-1190 BCE)
by Ramses III that they were barred from Egypt.24 In the Hebrew bible, these mercenary Libyans
are mentioned as the “Lebahim” fighting against the king Rohoboam in the first millennia BCE.25
An interesting observation by Decret and Fantar is that both the Old Testament and the Odyssey

22

Deroy, Louis. L’Emprunt Linguistique. Liége: Presses Universitaires de Liège, 1956.
Herodotus, Histories, II, 32 and Homer, Odyssey, IV, 85-90.
24
Decret, Fantar, L’Afrique Du Nord, 16-17.
25
II, chronicals, XII, 3 and XVI, 8.
23
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only discuss the Libyans in light of their relationship with Egypt.26 Moreover, they both
exclusively associate the Libyans and the Ethiopians as the two native populations of Africa and as
forming one army. This puts Egypt as the first civilization to have recorded their encounter with the
Libyans as well as the most plausible source for both Greek and Biblical sources.
Even though Egypt is the civilization that first used the names Libya and Libyan, it is not
necessarily where they originated. Could the names have been coined from the Libyan language or
were they borrowed from another language and accepted by the local populations of North Africa?
An examination of the epigraphic record throughout North Africa shows quite a remarkable
tradition. In the Punic and Neo-Punic languages, steles are inscribed with the anthroponyms
LBY/LBT (the Libyan for male/female) of children, military officials and other inhabitants of
Punic Algeria and Tunisia.27 The words BŠD LBYM or BŠD LWBYM (in the territories of the
Libyans) are also inscribed. To carry the name of your people’s ethnicity, tribe, country, city
(LBY) and pass it to your children is a common tradition in North Africa. There are many given
names, even today, expressing different identities like “the Arabian” for both genders: El-‘Arbi and
‘Arbiyah. There are more family names that are specific to the individuals’ ancestral tribes like the
tribe of Sanhāja (for the family name Sanhāji) or Doukkāla (Doukkāli) or to their ancestral cities
like Fez (el-Fassi), Tāza (et-Tazi) or Rabat (er-Rbati). Coins, from the second century BCE
onwards, are also struck with the Libyan anthroponym in Greek and Phoenician alphabets. It
should be stated that LBY, LBT, LBYM were never recorded in the traditions of the Phoenicians of
the Orient. Only when the Phoenician and Libyan cultures merge and create the Punic language
and alphabet does this name start appearing.28

26

Genesis, X, 13.
These examples concern discoveries made at the Carthage Tophet of Salamboô, at Maktar/Makthar in Tunisia and
the sanctuary of el-Hofra in Constantine, Algeria.
28
Decret, Fantar, L’Afrique Du Nord, 16-19.
27
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Decret and Fantar argue that these names are of indigenous linguistic roots stemming from
the culture of the Libyan people themselves.29 For this name to be adopted, appreciated and passed
down it must have expressed an identity the populations fully found themselves and their
communities in. It is a statement of attachment to an ethnicity and a display of pride in carrying an
authentic name that expresses the strongest kinship bond among the different tribes. It is difficult to
believe that the name is a foreign imposition of a foreign name, especially if there were hostilities
between the Libyans and the neighboring powers: the Egyptians and the Phoenicians. This
evidence is quite persuasive for an authentic name that is culturally significant to the community,
especially because this cultural practice is still on-going in the region.
If the anthroponym Libyan is proven by epigraphic and numismatic evidence to have been
carved and minted by the Libyans, the toponym Libya is absent from the records of North Africa
and is quite ambiguous in the literary record. Classical literature does not have a singular
understanding of the term Libya and the area it designates in North Africa. The reasons behind
such ambiguity are unknown and perhaps tie to the level of interest that Greece and Rome
expressed in Libya. Libya and the Libyans have been discussed only in the events of wars or
dramatic conflicts involving the northern Mediterranean coast too.
According to Herodotus, Libya was the northern coast of Africa that is west of Egypt.30 Whereas
Polybius and Scipio Aemilianus reduced the Herodotus territory to the west of Carthage, thus
excluding Cyrenaica and Carthage.31 Sallust has produced a caricatural depiction of the inhabitants
of Libya (Libyans and Gaetuli) as beast meat and grass eating human herds of barbarians that
wander lawlessly and sleep wherever the night falls.32 This representation may mean that there isn’t
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a specific land for the described nomadic savages. Homer’s definition of the toponym encompasses
the whole of the continent, as does that of Diodorus of Sicily.3334
These accounts reveal that there was no consensus on the exact area and its borders within the
African continent that is called Libya. Apart from a possible lack of interest in North Africa from
the authors above as a reason for this ambiguity, it could have been caused by a state of expansion
of the Libyan land. If different authors recorded different regions, it might be that it was each
author’s contemporaneous definition. It is this possibility that Decret and Fantar mention. Perhaps
after this expansion, the name Libya only remained in the original region from which it emanated,
the current country of Libya on the eastern border of the country of Egypt. The only evidence of
this original name is from the aforementioned hieroglyphic texts describing the Mashawasha
(Mashaouasha) Lebou east of Egypt. While the term Libya was used less in literature it was the
term Africa that appeared especially after the destruction of Carthage by Rome in 146 BCE.

THE AFRI OF AFRICA
Afer (pl. Afri) and Africa are not known to have existed in Greek or Punic literature nor
before the third century BCE.35 The first mention comes from Latin literature describing Rome’s
triumph over Carthage. The Roman general Publius Cornelius Scipio accredited with winning the
last battle against the Carthaginian general Hannibal near Zama in Tunisia in 202 BCE was named
Africanus. The word Africanus has also been attached to the names of African plants (ex: Ficos
Africanos). It became widely used in the Latin language especially after the fall of Carthage in 146
BCE and has since been part of the name of the Tunisian provinces under the authority of Rome.
The toponym Africa is certainly derived from the anthroponym Afer (pl. Afri) which replaced the
33
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name Libyan and is characterized by the same aforementioned ambiguities surrounding the
toponym Libya.
Let us first discuss the less plausible hypotheses built on linguistic bases from foreign
languages. There is a hypothesis that the toponym Africa originated from the Latin adjective
apricus (sunny/exposed to the sun) and refers to the relatively hot climate of North Africa. Another
hypothesis that has particularly spread during the medieval period through the Arab speaking
populations is the descent of the North African populations from a hero named Ifricos. The
fantastic legends that the Arab chroniclers, sometimes Berber but Arab speaking, wrote and copied
will be discussed later in this thesis as part of the origin stories attributed to the Berbers of the
Middle Ages. One more hypothesis based on the Arabic language is that Africa originates from the
root FRQ which means to separate. Finally, a hypothesis links the African population to the
Phrygian population of the Balkans and Anatolia.36
The ambiguities surrounding the terms Afer/Afri and Africa are the result of the
disagreements of the Latin texts about their meanings. For some, the anthroponym designated the
populations under the previous authority of Carthage, and for others, it is the integrity of the North
African populations. The name Afri has even been recorded by Sallust as that of the population of
the entire African continent.37 The mere confusion of the Roman geographers could have resulted
in the current name of the continent: Africa. When the Numidians and Mauretanians are described
as a different population than the Afri, the latter are based in the Tunisian northeast. Later, during
the late antique period, the name Africa continued to indicate the northern part of Tunisia and
northeastern Algeria. It is this particular understanding that survived in the Arab medieval records
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as Ifrīqiya, whereas the rest of North Africa was named the Maghreb (al-Aqsā for Morocco and alAwsaṭ for Algeria).
As was the case with the toponym Libya which has survived in the current country of Libya
immediately to the east of Egypt, the name Frigya also survived in the middle Medjerda valley in
Tunisia. It perhaps is the very birthplace of the term before it spread to the rest of the continent.
Contrary to the situation concerning the name Libya that only survived in one area, Africa is the
name of the whole continent as well as a precise valley in Tunisia. Toponyms in North Africa that
are conserved in a precise area as well as a much wider territory is a recurrent situation. This
situation is attested in the historical names of Morocco: the name used in the Western traditions has
been Morocco/Maroc and is believed to have originated from the name of the capital city
Marrakesh (Murkush) starting from the late medieval period. Furthermore, the Turkish name for
Morocco is Fās known since the modern times when the capital was, indeed, the city of Fez.
However, this hypothesis only proves a local origin of the name that exists in a foreign language.
Whether the original name in the local language was meant for the capital city only or the whole
territory under the control of the authority is another question. Thus, this cannot inform us about
why the name of the continent remained Africa, but it could perhaps indicate the source of the
name in the areas it survived in through the centuries.
An examination of the epigraphic record for the possible derivatives of the names Afer/Afri
yields an interesting hypothesis. In the east of the current Constantine in Algeria an inscription in
Latin script mentions a Libyan deity by the name of IFRU.38 Would this deity be the common
ancestor or hero of the Afri? Also, in the contemporary Berber language the word Ifri means the
cave, and is, hence, the first part of many toponyms in Morocco and Algeria: Ifera, Ifria, Ifri-n-
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Dellal, Ifri-n-‘Amar. Would the Afri, then, be a population who lived in caves and followed the
cult of IFRU?
Decret and Fantar argue that since the available evidence is similar for the names
Libya/Libyan, it would be most likely that the names Afer/Afri and Africa originated from the local
populations too.39 Even though we are mainly discussing evidence of the same nature, I find that in
the case of the toponym Africa and anthroponym Afer/Afri the evidence advocating for a local
origin is not as convincing as that for Libya/Libyan. The toponyms that are believed to derive from
Afer are related to the locations of caves because of the linguistic similarity between Afer and Ifri.
Moreover, no epitaphs carrying the anthroponym or patronym Afer has been uncovered so far. The
name Africa began with the spread of the Latin language, hence there is a possibility that it could
have originated from it. Another possibility is that it could have been inspired by a small locality in
North Africa, in this case, the valley of Medjerda in northern Tunisia. Even though the name Africa
is very significant today as the name of the entire continent, the scarcity of the evidence about its
origins constrains us from advancing one hypothesis as the most plausible.

THE BERBERS OF THE MAGHREB
The name Berber has been the most commonly used name to describe the local populations
of Western and North African scholarship until independence in 1956 from France and Spain. The
people living in North Africa who identify as Amazigh today do not recognize the names Libyan
nor Afri for themselves.40 In fact, a Libyan strictly means a national of the country of Libya and an
African is understood generally to mean an individual from one of the sub-Saharan countries of the
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continent, as North Africans, more often than not, do not think of themselves as Africans, rather as
Arabs.
The name Berber first appeared in Arabic literature in the context of the conquests of North
Africa to describe the non-Arabs (‘ajam) and non-Arabic speaking North Africans who rebelled
against the spread of the Arab and Islamic cultures.41 The origin of the name is believed to be from
the Latin word “barbarus” (pl. barbari) appropriated by the Arabs from 647 CE onwards and used
to describe the populations that were not affected by the Roman civilization and are, hence,
different from the “Rrūm” (Romans) and the “Afāriq” (Africans in Tunisia). This opinion, which
has been restated in Decret and Fantar derives from an initial publication of Stéphane Gsell.42
According to al-Tabari, the ninth century Abbasid historian and exegete of the Qur’an, the name
was attributed to the populations of North Africa because of the language they spoke, which the
Arab invaders could not understand and could only describe as mumbling and unintelligible
screaming.43 In medieval Arabic literature the hypotheses about the origin of the name are related
to a common ancestor named Ber.44

THE MAZIGH OF TAMZGHA
The name Amazigh is what the local population of North Africa calls itself today instead of
the name Berber; an offensive and reductive representation of their culture. Instead of the negative
connotations of the word Berber, Amazigh means the free man, which symbol in Tifinagh is on the

41
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of a Berber queen by the name of Dahya/Dīhya the Kāhina (prophetess). c.f: Hannoum, Abdelmajid. "Historiographie
Et Légende Au Maghreb: La Kâhina Ou La Production D'une Mémoire." Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales 54, no. 3
(1999): 667-86.
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Amazigh flag all across the region (Fig. 4). The term existed in ancient history under the names
Mazyce and Maces. Moreover, the patronymic name Mazigh is recorded in antiquity in current
Tunisia.45 Halima Ghazi-Ben Maïssa adds the term Mazikes to the list of similar names and
derivatives. Ghazi-Ben Maïssa exclusively uses the term Amazigh rather than Libyan, Afer and
Berber regardless of the specific time periods discussed.46 In a footnote, this choice is justified by
the evidence of the name in its archaic format and, more importantly, by the fact that it is the
chosen name of the current populations who descend from the ancient Amazigh. Amazigh children,
she adds, discover the name Berber, “a purely intellectual appellation”, when they start attending
school.47 It, hence, does not represent them. I believe that the use of the name Amazigh for all
periods irrespective of the earlier names is a flawed approach. It is an attempt to re-write history
and to strip once more the agencies of the past historiographers of North Africa who made the
choices of what name to call themselves and what origin story to recount. Without preserving the
historically appropriate names, we wouldn’t have been able to extract information about each time
period. Identifying as Punic, Latin or other and choosing to use a foreign language, even if it is
under colonial pressures, should be recorded and analyzed. These nuances shouldn’t be swept
under the rug of the contemporary period. The decisions the Libyans took to record their given
names as “the Libyan” in the antiquity or to call themselves barābira (Berbers) in the medieval
period should be just as important as the decision to call themselves Amazigh today.
It is, indeed, the case for the Arab-identifying Berbers of the medieval period, among which are
writers, scientists, leaders and revolutionaries who left written records of their lives and
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ideologies.48 Even though the term Berber was conceived by the Arab invaders as an insult, it was
adopted by the Berbers of the medieval period when they wrote in Arabic. The most interesting
cases are the works aimed at presenting an accurate image, away from the prejudices of Arab
writers, of the Berbers in Northwest Africa like Ibn Khaldun’s Kitāb al-‘ibar and Mafākher alBarbar (the Prides of the Berbers) by an anonymous writer.49 These works advance South Arabian
Himyarite genealogies for the Berber tribes in power and a Qurashi ancestry for renown Berber
leaders like Ibn Tūmart, the founder of the Almohad dynasty. The ruling dynasties gave themselves
“noble” ancestries from South Arabia centuries before the invasions of the Muslim Arabs. These
instances, discussed below, inform us about a forceful assimilation into an Arab Islamic and preIslamic identity. There are attested cast, class and race pressures in the western Mediterranean
basin in the medieval period which negate any voluntary identifications of the Berbers as Arabs.
These identity pressures continued until the French colonial time and continue to complicate the
perceptions Moroccans have of themselves today.50 It is not until the post-colonial period that the
term Amazigh starts replacing the term Berber in official and academic writing. The birth of the
term Amazigh came after the independence of the North African countries that raised awareness of
the colonial policies of France. In Morocco, the strategy of the colonial power was to racially
48
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divide the people when they issued the Berber decree in 1930 ordering Arabs and Berbers not to
mix. Moroccan citizens under the protectorate refused the decree and it was never enforced.
Another colonial policy was the division of the Moroccan land into “profitable” (al-Maghreb alnāfi’) and non-profitable (al-Maghreb ghayr al-nāfi’).51 The non-profitable Morocco was mostly
the rural and mountainous impenetrable areas of Morocco that are more often than not Berber.
Infrastructure, new technology, the deployment of governmental personnel and the distribution of
national resources were designed to be allocated to a centralized profitable Morocco. This,
naturally, alienated the Berbers whose lands and resources were not desirable. Whereas the citizens
identifying as culturally Arab in the urban centers of Morocco had access to new opportunities. It
was this Arab youth that, upon their return from French universities, were assigned offices in the
government meanwhile the guerrillas who fought resistance battles, many of them Berbers, had
more battles to fight after the independence of Morocco for the recognition of the Amazigh culture
and language.
Throughout this study, I will identify the local populations of the North African territories
by the names that are most appropriate for each period of history and in each region. Therefore, the
name Libyan will be used across the region for the first contacts with the Greeks and Phoenicians
(8th century BCE). The name Mauretanian for the west of the region will correspond to the period
of the Punic (Phoenician and Carthaginian) establishments (8th century BCE–4th century BCE) and
to the period of the kingdoms (3rd century BCE–40 CE) along with the neighboring Numidians of
Algeria. In the Roman period (40 CE–285 CE), the name Mauretanian remains in the province of
Mauretania Tinigtana. The following period (285 CE-647 CE) corresponds to a gap in the current
state of our knowledge and to one of Morocco’s obscure periods. The Arab conquest and following
51
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Islamic period (647 CE onwards) suggest the name Berber was commonly used in the region west
of Tunisia/Ifrīqiya, and hence, will be used in this study as well. Accordingly, the term Amazigh
will concern the post-colonial references necessary to the study of our subject.
According to this evidence, the name Libyan is believed to have been chosen by the North
African population to address themselves, whereas the terms Afer and Berber have been attributed
to them by foreign powers who have occupied their lands. How can these different names of
varying origin inform the historical record about the origin stories of the local populations? What
evidence is there of the origins of the Berbers and who has been recording them?
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CHAPTER 3: ORIGINS OF THE BERBERS
The civilizations, which were in contact with North Africa and whose records survived,
have advanced their theories about the origins of the Libyan/African/Berber populations of North
Africa. The literature was almost exclusively composed in the context of the wars and conflicts
against North Africans (Mauretanians, Numidians [Masaesylii and Masylii] and Carthaginians).
The recorded conflicts include the wars with the Egyptian kings Meneptah (1230–1227 BCE) and
Ramses II (1186–1155 BCE), the first and second Punic wars (264–241 and 218–201 BCE), the
destruction of Carthage (146 BCE) and the Jugurthine war (112–106 BCE). The resulting literature
is what has been categorized by medieval Arabic writers as polytheist works.
The works composed based on biblical stories in the Jewish and Christian traditions have
also advanced their narratives of the origin story of the North African populations. Because of the
commonalities between the religions of the book, the Judeo-Christian narratives will later be
appropriated, with some liberties, during the medieval period by the Arabic speaking writers from
the East.52 The medieval works of the Arabic speaking North Africans remain one of the most
important literatures to draw evidence from because they present direct and untranslated narratives.
Although these writers were mainly Berber, they wrote in Arabic about their own history.
How do the narratives of the different aforementioned traditions diverge from one another? How
have these narratives evolved as they were recounted from these different perspectives? Were the
works of the North African writers sourced from the late antique local literature, or rather the
Eastern Arabic literature? How did the Berbers perceive themselves and their origins in the
medieval period? And finally, how can the results of the ancient DNA samples inform us about the
origins and migration story of the Amazigh?
52
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GREEK AND LATIN SOURCES
The common narrative present in the Greek and Latin texts discusses the existence of a
local population in North Africa, an original stratum, of unknown origin. The events leading to an
immigration into the region are described in each tradition. Ultimately, this does not inform us
about the origins of this original population of North Africa: the Libyans and Geatuli.53
The first theory is that of an Asiatic origin. It is presented as an indigenous testimony from
the populations of North Africa themselves. It is Herodotus who first informs us about this Asiatic
origin: the Libyans claim descendant from the Trojans.54 Sallust recounts that a prevalent and
accepted tradition exists in Rome about the origins of the Libyans; however, he chooses not to
discuss it. Hence, we do not know what that tradition might have been.
In the Punic books attributed to the Numidian king Hiempsal, Sallust presents a more detailed
narrative about the origin of the immigrants that joined the original population.55 He states that
after the death of Hercules in Spain, his army decided to cross the strait of Gibraltar to the
Mauretanian coast of North Africa. The soldiers in this army were from Media, Persia and
Armenia.56 They have, then, dispersed in the region and, by way of marriage to the Libyans,
created the civilizations contemporary to Rome. The Medes became the Mauretanians, and the
Numidians were the Persians who became nomadic and moved from the Atlantic Ocean to
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Carthage. According to this account, the Numidians went on to control most of the African
continent.57
According to Decret and Fantar, this migration could very well correspond to the Phoenician
settlements in the region. They interpret the mention of Hercules as the god Melqart the patron
deity of the city of Tyre, and, thus, attribute this account to the Phoenician migration into North
Africa. They have re-iterated Stéphane Gsell’s likening of the Persians to a population that lived on
the Atlantic coast of Mauretania named the Perorsi or Pharusi.58 They have added that the most
likely explanation for the origins attributed to this army of fighters lies in phonologic similarities
between Mauretania and Media as well as Numidia and nomad.59
Other historians have read in this account the story of a Nordic invasion in the year 1600
BCE. This invasion towards the south caused a pressure on the populations of Gaul to migrate into
Spain. This migration, naturally, obliged the Iberians to move to the South as well and cross the
strait of Gibraltar in order to settle in Mauretania. According to Decret and Fantar, this
interpretation is not plausible since no evidence supports such a movement. However, this
migration bears a striking resemblance to the accounts of the Vandal invasion.60 This account
might have been inspired by this more recent migration and there is no basis for interpreting the
initial migrations as a result of Nordic invasions.

JUDEO-CHRISTIAN SOURCES
Unlike the narratives present in the polytheist Greek and Latin works, the biblical stories
inform us about the origins of the aforementioned first stratum of North African populations: the
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Libyans and Gaetuli/Ethiopians. Flavius Josephus (37–100 CE) presents the Libyans and the
Gaetuli as the descendants of the sons of Ham, son of Noah. It was Phut who founded Libya for the
Phutians and named the current River Tensift under his name. Cush is mentioned as the father of
Havila, the ancestor of the Gaetuli. Mizraim appears here for the first time as the father of Lahab,
the ancestor of the Libyans.61
The Christian sources have developed the biblical origins further. The Chronicle of Saint
Hippolytus (170-235 CE) mentions the four sons of Ham and attributes to three of them the origins
of the North African populations. Mizraim is the father of the Egyptians in this account and not the
Libyans. However, it is Canaan this time who is the ancestor of the Africans and Phoenicians
including the Libyans, Mauretanians and Numidians. In this account, Phut is the ancestor of the
troglodytes who are mentioned in the works of Herodotus, the Periplus of Hanno and Strabo as the
populations living in the southern parts of North Africa including the southern pre-Saharan
mountains of Mauretania62. And finally, Cush is presented as the father of the Ethiopians.63
Procopius (500-565 CE) advances Phoenician origins for the North African populations
resulting from an immigration of the Gergesians and Jebusians who took refuge in Libya after
escaping the pressures of the “invincible” military leader Joshua son of Nun the successor of
Moses. The Phoenicians have advanced until Hercules’ columns and founded many cities and
ports, they are now named the Mauretanians. In a later period, they were attacked and pushed
westwards by the new Phoenician settlers who accompanied the queen Dido/Elissa to build the
great city of Carthage.64 Anastasius Sinaita (630-701 BCE) combined the details given by Flavius
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Josephus and the chronicle of Hippolyte and, thus, prepared one of the perfect source for later
historians.65
The narrative of a Canaanite Semitic origin story will dominate during the medieval period,
especially because the Islamic Arabic-speaking tradition has developed the habit of drawing from
the available corpus of Hebraic sources, called al-Isrā’iliyāt (the Israelites). From the beginning of
Eastern Islamic literature, the theologians and historiographers have added details from the
Isrā’iliyāt to complete the Qur’anic stories of the prophets and saints. These added details are
commonly referred to as Isrā’iliyāt by theologians, whereas later historiographers, like Ibn
Khaldūn, sometimes mention the specific sources from Jewish or Christian writers where they have
drawn their evidence. Referencing works in the medieval period abided by commonly established
rules in order to compose credible scholarship. These rules that have been respected by Ibn Khadūn
will be discussed below.

EASTERN MEDIEVAL ARABIC SOURCES
According to Yves Modéran, the theory of a late antique migration of neo-Berbers from the
east of the African continent to its west is falsely supported by the Eastern medieval Arabic texts.66
Medieval Arabic writers have used biblical stories and Judeo-Christian sources in their works when
discussing the Berber populations of North Africa and their origins. Because of the alterations the
task of translation from Greek and Latin to Arabic allows, new elements were introduced to the
Arabic medieval works. Additionally, the widespread practice of copying from earlier Arabic
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manuscripts well into the Modern period and the continuous interference of the oral tradition
altered the origin story to fit the Islamic ideology.
Among these new elements is the documentation of the new names of the North African
Berber tribes and, sometimes, their attribution based on phonologic similarities. The medieval
historiographers also introduced a more precise geographic description of the movement of the
Berbers from East to West. These new elements naturally give the impression of a late antique
migration, whereas it is an “update of the myth” of the Semitic origin story.67
In order to explain the reason behind this Semitic immigration, Ibn al-Kalbī (d. 819-821) discusses
the different possibilities which unanimously present the Berbers in a negative light. In one
narrative it is David who received the divine revelation to “drive out” the Berbers because they are
the “plague” of the country. In the others it was Joshua son of Nun, Ifricos, or one of the Tobba
kings who chased them out.68
The figure of the aforementioned Ifricos here is relevant to a hero in Arabic historiography
named Ifrikūsh, the son of Kays. Concerning the Tobba kings, they are those who reigned over the
“Tubbā’” (the followers) in Yemen, and to which the Sanhādja and Kutāma tribes of Morocco later
attached themselves. The Almoravid dynasty (1040-1147 CE), who were Sanhādja Berbers, were
the first to campaign in order to have their claim to a pre-Islamic South Arabian origin recognized
by the Arabs in the East. As their power grew over the western Islamic world, they ruled over the
non-Berber Iberian Peninsula. Their subjects in Andalusia insisted that the Almoravids and
Almohads prove an Arab descent in order to qualify for rulership over them.69
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In a number of other Eastern sources, the explanation of the mention of David is further
detailed through the biblical story of David and Goliath (Djālūt). It is stated that the Berbers were
under the authority of the king Goliath and that it was David who chased them out from the East
after killing their king. These are the opinions expressed in the works of al-Mas’ūdī (893–956) and
Ibn Qutaybah (828- 889).70 Ibn Qutaybah, who is believed to have based his writing on Sallust’s
and Josephus’ writings, presents two different genealogies starting with Goliath: Djālūt is the son
of Bardnāl, the son of Qahtān, the son of Bālūd, the son of Fāris (Persian), and Djālūt is the son of
Herbāl, the son of Bālūd, the son of Dyāl, the son of Bernès, the son of Sefek, the father of the
Berbers.71
This new introduction of the figure of Goliath is accredited to the Arab historiographers
since it did not exist in the previous works of the antiquity. It was William McGuckin de Slane
(1801-1878 CE) who discovered the root of this new introduction.72 According to de Slane, the
name Goliath is considerably similar to the word used for describing a king or a chief in the Berber
language: Aguellid.73
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The mention of Sefek in the second genealogy by Ibn Qutaybah as an ancestor is significant
because it relates to the important Numidian king Syphax and the other legends about him.74 One
such legend is believed to be the origin story of the foundation of the city Tingis (Tangiers). After
the death of Anteaus, the giant son of the Greek deities Poseidon and Gaia, his wife Tinge had a
son with Hercules/Melqart named Sophax. During the reign of Sophax over northwestern Africa,
he built the city of Tingis in honor of his mother Tinge.75
According to the accounts drawn from the biblical stories, the Berbers are of Semitic
origins. The main characters in their history are the king David, Goliath, Joshua son of Nun, the
South Arabian hero Ifricos or the Yemeni king of the Tubba’.76 In other less common accounts,
they are the descendants of the Persians or the Greeks. The narrative of a common Semitic origin
by the Eastern Arab writers has been used to justify the Arab conquest. The portrayal of the
Berbers as the less than sophisticated and “most treacherous” next of kin allowed the Arab writers
to develop the legends about the Berbers that show they were in need of salvation after they had
gone astray under pagan rulers.77 The story of the queen Dīhiya named the Kāhina
(prophetess/sorceress) by the Arabs took a different turn in the Eastern accounts than in the North
African ones.78 In the North African legends, she is the personification of freedom, leadership and
bravery. In their eyes, she was the queen who defended her subjects and took revenge for her
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husband’s death. In the Eastern accounts she is a pagan charlatan who deceived her subjects and
refused their Arabization and their conversion to Islam. Hence, the Arabs presented a philosophy
that emancipated them from any wrongdoing while they conquer North Africa and continue to treat
the Berbers like booty.79
Further in the medieval period, Berber North Africans began to write in Arabic according to
Arab methodologies and subjects of interest. As mentioned above, the Berber dynasties of
Morocco—Almoravids (1040-1147 CE); Almohads (1130-1269 CE) and Marinids-Wattasids
(1269-1548 CE)—have engaged in an effort to revive the Berber identity in literature and
commissioned works discussing their glorious accomplishments. These works were exclusively in
Arabic; the language of Islam but also that of the Arabs who wrote extensively about North
Africa.80
What did the North Africans write about themselves? Did they re-iterate the claims of the
Arab Eastern writers or did they express a different cultural affiliation and identity? Did they have
access to non-Arabic sources of the earlier period written in Western Europe or North Africa or did
they only use the Eastern Arabic sources?

NORTH AFRICAN MEDIEVAL ARABIC SOURCES
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The significance of the North African medieval Arabic literature mentioned above is mainly
due to its recent historicity, its use of a living language and above all its authenticity compared to
the Eastern Arabic literature. Although the use of the alphabet in North African languages goes
back to the period of contact with the Phoenician world (8th century BCE), the literature of the
medieval period is the best preserved in the history of the region.81 The Libyan language was the
earliest recorded language in epigraphic evidence, however it is the only script we are not yet able
to decipher.82 Libyan has regionally developed into a western script found in the territories
corresponding to today’s Morocco and western Algeria (Fig. 5). Although undeciphered, some
efforts are still put forth in order to interpret the script and translate the language.83 Libyan elites
started using the Punic language and script for administrative and literary purposes, especially in
the Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts where the Punic culture flourished from the second century
BCE onwards.84 A neo-Punic script has also evolved in North Africa, which is still in the process
of re-interpretation (Fig. 6).85 Coins have been a steady medium where the changes of script
immediately appear as it linguistically and alphabetically evolves as well as when the rulers adopt a
new language altogether. The earliest recorded script on coins is the Punic script, followed by neoPunic on the obverses.86

81

Qablī, Muḥammad al-. “Le Maroc et La Méditerranée Avant l’Islam.” In Histoire Du Maroc: Réactualisation et
Synthèse., Edition de l’Institut royal pour la recherche sur l’histoire du Maroc, Rabat, 2012, 79.
82
Casajus, Dominique. “Sur L’origine De L’écriture Libyque. Quelques Propositions.” Afriques: Débats, Méthodes Et
Terrains D’histoire Dossier Hors Série, 2013.
83
El Khayari, Abdelaziz. “Nouvelles Remarques Épigraphiques et Chronologiques Sur l’inscription Des Azibs n’Ikkis
(Haut Atlas, Maroc)” 21 (2009): 128–36.
84
Fentress, Elizabeth. “Romanizing the Berbers.” Past & Present, 2006, 9. And El Khayari, Abdelaziz. “L’inscription
Punique IAM 3 de Volubilis : Nouvelle Lecture.” Bulletin d’Archéologie Marocaine 11 (2009): 115–20.
85
El Khayari, Abdelaziz. “Graffites Néopuniques Provenant de La Nécropole de Sala (Maroc).” Bulletin d’Archéologie
Marocaine 11 (2009): 126–35. And El Khayari, Abdelaziz, Mohamed Makdoun, and Moustafa El Rhaiti. “Une
Monnaie à Légende Néopunique BB’t (BABBA) Découverte à Volubilis.” Bulletin d’Archéologie Marocaine 12
(2012): 146–53.
86
Callegarin, Laurent. “L’étude Des Découvertes de Monnaies d’époque Maurétanienne Sur Le Site de Volubilis et
Dans Ses Environs.” Actes Du Colloque Le Patrimoine Maure (Amazigh) de Volubilis Meknès 24-25 Mars 2012.,
Actes de Colloques, 45 (2016): 202.

33

The use of Latin has been conditioned with the growing power of Rome over the
Mediterranean basin. Precisely, the adoption of the Latin language occurred during the reigns of
the two sons of Bocchus I (Bogud and Bocchus II) over western Mauretania in 49 BCE.87
Literature works by the Numidians, Apuleius and Augustine of Hippo, and the Carthaginian
Tertullian have been preserved in Europe where they gathered a large audience during the medieval
period.88 These works are the first authentic literary expressions from local writers, and are, hence,
perfect sources to draw from in later times in North Africa.
Following the Arab conquest of North Africa in 647 CE and the subsequent conversion of
the Berber population to Islam, the Arabic language immediately replaced the Latin and Berber
languages as previous official languages. Moreover, the Arabic language entered North Africa as
the only language of religious worship by an Arab population to which orality is central, and who,
as Muslims, believed that the miracle of their new religion is the spoken word of God. Hence,
Arabic could be considered as one of the tools of the Arab conquest.
In administration and Islamic art and architecture, the Arabic language was used as early as
the beginning of the Idrissid dynasty in 788 CE. However, North African historiography will not be
written in Arabic until the mid 12th century and especially at the end of the 13th century during the
reign of the Berber Almohads. During the five centuries separating the Arab conquest and the first
North African works, the spread of the Arabic language is difficult to measure because the
language of expression remained Berber and the Idrissid Arab dynasty only controlled a limited
territory compared to the Almoravid and Almohad empires.
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In the Islamic West (the Maghreb and the Andalus), Arabic literature was born as
appendices to the eastern Arabic works.89 Later Western works were compilations of courtly
Umayyad and Abbasid anecdotes as well as prophetic traditions (Ahādit). Moreover, because the
Western medieval tradition of literature was in continuity of its Eastern predecessor, the writers
who have excelled at a particular subject were named after the writers renowned for that subject in
the East.90 This close kinship to the Eastern literary tradition greatly influenced the writers of the
medieval West as they faithfully and exclusively drew their information from the previous Eastern
works. Subsequently, the works of the medieval West were not grounded on the accounts of Punic
or Latin North Africa written in the same region by the Berber population.
It is important to note that Islam created an evident and palpable divide in the history of
North Africa. This divide was documented in Eastern and North African historiography, and its
remnants can still be observed in the region. The historical period of North Africa before the Arab
conquest and the conversion to Islam is commonly named pre-Islamic, and the period following the
conversion is named Islamic. In fact, departmental labels of relevant historical studies in Morocco
are still named following this logic: pre-Islamic and Islamic. The origin of this condition lies in the
intrinsic ideology of Islam as the religion of salvation from a long period of depravation and
ignorance (Jāhiliyya). This ideology has been particularly successful in North Africa where, based
on textual evidence, it has not been contested with counter narratives. It is not the case in the East
where writers have been able to discuss their origins and histories with pride. For example, the poet
Ibn al-Rumi (835-896) who lived in Baghdad was proud of his non-Arab, Greek origins.91 Abu
Dulāf, the 10th century traveler has also been able to recount elements from Sassanian history
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associated to the monuments he visited in Persia.92 Accounts like these do not exist in North
African historiography or Rihla (travel) narratives. Many similar examples are recorded presenting
the history of pharaonic Egypt including a separate book by the North African al-Idrīsī about the
secrets of the Pyramids.93
The narratives about the foundations of the major North African cities are representations of
the state of the medieval knowledge about the pre-Islamic past. Instead of the architectural
elements being associated to Mauretanian, Numidian, Carthaginian or Roman characters, they are
associated to the characters of biblical stories and pre-Islamic tales of giants. In the case of the city
of Carthage, al-Bakrī advances the story of the foundation by the people of ‘Ād94 or a people of
giants.95 Al- Bakrī adds that inscriptions in Himyarite script mentioning the companions of the
prophet Mohamed have been read in Carthage.96 This last mention marks the origins of the city as
beginning with the first phase of the spread of Islam, the prophet and his companions. It, thus,
erases the city’s Phoenician and Carthaginian pasts. For the city of Tingis, instead of the narrative
of its foundation by the descendant of the Greek and Phoenician gods in honor of his mother Tinge,
it is the work of Shaddād ibn ‘Ād,97 the rival of the prophet Hūd mentioned in the Qur’an.98
Even the city of Volubilis/Walīla, emblematic of the Mauretanian and Roman periods in
today’s Morocco, has had its history fantastically re-written. In these accounts, Volubilis is
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associated to Pharaonic Egypt or to a king named Volubilis.99 The city is not associated to the
emperor Caracalla who has transformed it and to whom its arc of triumph is dedicated.100
When re-writing these stories, the aim seems to have been the glorification of the Islamic or
Arabian pasts. This results in unethical appropriations, erasure of the pasts of non-Arab populations
and the creation of anachronic events. For example, Wahb ibn Munabbih (654/655 – 725/737? CE)
a writer from Yemen drew a timeline where Jesus preceded Alexander the Great, which al-Bakrī
pointed as false.101 Another instance appropriates a battle which some Arab tribes won against a
Sassanid army in 530 CE. It was re-written to present an Islamic victory in the year 624 CE
instead.102103 These are, in effect, acts of Arab and Islamic washing of the history. The danger of
such narratives lies in the fact that they were the first and only sources for some literary traditions
like that of the Islamic West and have consequently manipulated their historical accounts for
centuries.
One of the most famous of these North African writers of this period is Abū Zayd ‘Abd arRaḥmān ibn Muḥammad ibn Khaldūn al-Ḥadhramī (1332-1406 CE), commonly called ibn
Khaldūn.104 Ibn Khaldūn composed his celebrated work al-Muqaddimah as part of his seven
volume book Kitāb al-‘Ibar (1377 CE). He has summarized the common medieval knowledge
about the origins of the Berbers.105 Additonally, Ibn Khaldūn uses sources which were not readily
available for other writers Like the Historiae Adversus Paganos of Orosius (383?-420? CE) (Kitāb
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Hurūsiyūsh).106 Although he had access through the work of Orosius to historical information
about the African kingdoms of North Africa, Ibn Khaldūn chose to present the pre-conquest history
of North Africa through the biblical stories of the Eastern Arab writers. While Saint Augustine was
the most read author in medieval Europe, North African writers were not aware of him nor his
works.107 The main Semitic genealogy presented by the medieval North African writers, including
ibn Khaldūn, and accredited to the genealogist Sābiq ibn Sulaymān al-Mitmātī, ascends the Butr to
Qays ‘Aylān and the Brānīs to Canaan son of Ham and grandson of Noah.108 According to the
legend, Qays ‘Aylān is an Arab leader who came to North Africa in the pre-Islamic period, married
a Berber woman and had descendants in the region.109 This legend is the first account presented in
the aforementioned work Mafākhir al-Barbar (the prides of the Berbers), which was composed in
1312 CE by an anonymous writer to specifically defend the Berbers and liberate them from the
stigma attached to them by the Arabs.110 Furthermore, another surprising account is given of a
group of Berbers arriving to Arabia in order to pledge allegiance to the orthodox Caliph Omar Ibn
al- Khattāb.111
Just as the Almoravid Sanhādja campaigned to have an Arab ancestry recognized by the
Abbasid Caliph, the subsequent dynasties claimed Arab genealogies as well following the same
agenda: political and religious legitimacy. Muhammad Ibn Tūmart, through the work of his
companion al-Baydhaq, claimed his descendance from the Prophet Muhammad through the Idrissid
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branch.112 His successor and companion ‘Abd al-Mu’min has also claimed an Arab descendance
through none other than Qays ‘Aylān.113
In fact, Ibn Tūmart used the perceived negative connotations of the term Berber to label the
subjects of the Almoravids, whose allegiance he was trying to win, as “Barābira Mufsidīn”
(corrupting Berbers).
The usage of the term Berber encompasses many, sometimes paradoxical, nuances that are
representational of the perceptions of the Berber origin and identity. For example, the name Berber
on the title of a historical chronicle is harmless, however addressing influential individuals as
Berbers (and not Arabs) was dangerous. Averroes angered the Almohad Caliph by calling him
“malik al-Barbar” (the king of the Berbers) in one of his works.114 The author of the famous, and
propagandist, historiography Rawd al-Qirtās (1326) was also disgraced from the court when he
discussed the Zanāta Berber origins of the Marinīd dynasty.115 From the time of this incident
onward, the Zanāta were known to descend from a noble prophetic branch and the Marinīds were
considered Berberized Arabs instead of Berbers.116
Although this desired Arab identity by the Berbers of the medieval Period stems from an
oppressive and forceful colonization that spread ideas of Arab superiority, North African
publications of the 20th century still defended the character of the Arab conquest and its reception
by the Berbers. The members of the association of the ‘ulamā’ (theologians) of Algeria published
in the 1930s that the Berbers refused romanization in antiquity but willingly accepted Arabization
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and culturally flourished in the medieval period.117 Elizabeth Fentress opens her article about the
romanization of the Berbers with precisely this debate: the rhetoric of the resistance to the Roman
civilization in 1960-90 Algeria and its political application to French colonialism.118
Why, in the medieval period, has the Eastern Arabic literature been adopted and appropriated by
the Berber erudite in North Africa, and not contested with local narratives like in the Near and Far
East? Did the Berbers willingly want to re-write their history, or did they truly disconnect from
their collective memory?
Benchekroun attributes this amnesia to the absence of an active movement of transition which
could have been led by the Berbers. For example, the Syriac, Mozarab and Coptic populations have
played this role in the East and the Andalus in crucial transitional moments in history.119 The
translation movements in Baghdad’s House of Wisdom, Cordoba’s Umayyad court and Toledo’s
translation house have played a major role in the preservation of the pre-Islamic and post-Islamic
literary legacies. Authors like Ibn Khaldūn could only find relevant works during his travels to
Egypt or the Andalus and not in his native North Africa.120 It also seems that a gap was created in
the oral traditions of the Berber populations. It seems quite surprising that the locals called the city
of Volubilis “the palace of the Pharaoh” following the conquest, when there is evidence of
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Christianity practiced on site until 655 CE.121 By the medieval period, all pre-Islamic memory was
lost. Further into the Islamic period, the historical accounts become very distorted. For example,
the 18th century historian al-Zayānī recounted that Volubilis was founded by the Awraba tribe in
718 CE before their conversion to Islam and their pledge of allegiance to Idris I.122
Benchekroun believes that all the distortions of above-mentioned accounts are due to the
ignorance of the medieval North African authors about the literature of the antiquity, and not
because of a self-inflicted censure.123 There is evidence to this ignorance in the apology of the
traveler al-‘Abdarī to his readers when he finds himself unable to present the histories of the
monuments he visits in 1289 CE in North Africa.124
Al-‘Abdarī, along with al-Idrīsī, are in fact North African exceptions of the medieval period
because they express significant interest in the pre-Islamic history of North Africa. They go as far
as to express a fascination that resembles the orientalist accounts of the 19th century. Unfortunately,
they weren’t able to recount the histories of the spaces they poorly describe and were only able to
credit the Greeks for such magnificent realizations.125 For example, the city of Volubilis was never
associated with the Numidian king Juba II who is thought to have intermittently resided in it.
Moreover, he only named the city of Carthage “al-Mu’allaqah” (the the hung city) but he was not
able to associate it to Hannibal or the Punic wars. Even Septimius Severus, the only Roman
emperor to have been born on African soil was never mentioned in connection to Latin Africa. This
distances the authors further from their history, places their ancestors in an abstract pre-Islamic past
and ingrains the “Jāhiliya” ideology deeper in their minds and those of their readers. While
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describing such monumental buildings al-’Abdarī is fascinated with their size and aesthetics. One
of the monuments described is the Roman Aqueduct linking Carthage to Tunis.
In fact, the terms that the different Rihla authors have used to address the civilizations who have
built in North Africa are “al-Awā’il” (the first ones), “al-Jabābirah” (the all-powerful) and “al’Amāliqah” (the giants). Ibn Khaldūn has replied to the authors linking these monuments to a
population of giants with his statement that it could only be accredited to a civilization of architects
skilled in geometry.126
The exception of al-’Abdarī and al-Idrīsī lies particularly in the fact that they express a
higher regard to the accomplishments of pre-Islamic North Africa over those of the Arab East. In
fact, al-‘Abdarī mocks a Hafsid ruler who was unable to restore part of the Roman aqueduct
mentioned above. He also expresses disappointment in the decline of the intellectual life of
Alexandria, Egypt after the Arab conquest. Their views are opposite to those of their time who
value and aggrandize the Arab and Islamic accomplishments in comparison to the North African
ones. Al-Idrīsī has the excuse of writing for Roger II, a Christian king, and, hence, is expected to
have accommodated in general his presumed views. However, neither he or al-‘Abdarī present
Islam in a negative light. Thus, this could be, indeed, a matter of fascination with the world before
the Arab conquest.127
Ibn Khaldūn remains one of the most brilliant authors of the medieval period that is
regarded as a visionary. Although he wasn’t considered brilliant by his peers because of his eclectic
methodology, his revolution of historiography can only be appreciated in later periods. Has he been
able to draw from the sources he used to present the history and origins of the Berbers or has he
simply re-iterated what his Eastern predecessors claimed?
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THE CASE FOR IBN KHALDUN
Ibn Khaldūn is regarded as the exception of his time because of his encyclopedic
knowledge garnered from the lesser known sources to his contemporaries. His curiosity has pushed
him to acquire more appropriate sources translated from different languages to Arabic for the nonArab and non-Muslim civilizations during his travels to Egypt or to the Andalus.128
Benchekroun regards Ibn Khaldūn’s knowledge about antiquity as rich because he presented
specific historical information no other North African writer was able to present. For example, he
was able to specify that Rome is the capital of the Roman empire.129 He recounted the history of
the relations between Julius Caesar, Marc Anthony and Cleopatra.130 He was able to place the
martyrdom of Peter under Nero.131 He discussed the reasons for the transition to the Roman
republic and he explained its institutions.132 Remarkably, many of the Arabic words he used to
explain the institutions of the Roman republic are still in use in Arabic speaking countries like the
word for the senate: Majlis al-Shuyūkh. However, His narrative was not without historical
inaccuracies. An example is his claim that Jesus sent his apostles during the rule of Augustus (d. 14
CE), the first Roman emperor, whereas it was in fact around 30 CE.133 Nevertheless, Benchekroun
does not believe that these inaccuracies take anything away from Ibn Khaldūn’s merit.134 The most
important criticism to Ibn Khaldūn’s historical narrative is the fact that he did not relate Roman
history to his native North Africa. Much like his North African contemporaries, he drew from
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earlier Eastern Arabic narratives concerning pre-Islamic North Africa. Not considering the link
between North Africa and the Roman world might have been because Berbers were never thought
of by Arabs as touched by Roman civilization. As mentioned above, the Berbers were
automatically categorized as ‘ajam (non-Arab and not romanized). It is this view that persisted in
the literary and oral traditions of North Africa for six centuries when Ibn Khaldūn’s Kitab al-‘Ibar
was completed in 1377.
What is intriguing in the case of Ibn Khaldūn is that regardless of the information he had
access to through the exceptional sources he used, he chose to exclusively record the prevalent
Arab/Muslim view. The information about pre-Roman and pre-Islamic North Africa were not
worth a mention as marginal theories, while they should have really been considered primary
sources for the events he wished to discuss. This was in fact a research and referencing
methodology that Ibn Khaldūn followed. He categorized his sources in terms of their immediate
proximity to a Muslim author or Muslim ideologies.
Ibn Khaldūn used the abovementioned Historiae Adversus Paganos of the Hispanic author
Orosius (383? -420? CE) through the translation of two Andalusians of the Umayyad court (Kitāb
Hurūsiyūsh) as his main source for the antiquity.135 This work was famous in the medieval West at
this time, and that is most probably the reason for its Arabic translation. Ibn Khaldūn also used an
Arabic translation of what he believed to be the writing of Flavius Josephus (Yūsuf ibn Matthai).
However, Walter J. Fischel and André Ferré think that it was, in fact, Josippon (Yūsuf ibn
Kariyyūn) [Gurion]; a Jewish author from southern Italy who composed the source used by Ibn
Khaldūn in the 10th century CE.136 Benchekroun does not rule out the use of Josephus by Ibn
Khaldūn, because according to Fischel, Ibn Hazm (11th century) before him has copied from the
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work of Josephus translated to Arabic.137 Ibn Khaldūn seems to have acquired it from one of his
travels to Egypt. The third source Ibn Khaldūn used was al-Majmū’ al-Mubārak composed in the
13th century by the Coptic author Ibn al-‘Amīd.138
Here, Benchekroun points out that all his sources were written by authors of monotheistic belief
traditions. His sources were either written originally in Arabic or translated to Arabic by
monotheists as if by a need to have the narratives filtered before him by an author similar to him in
his views and beliefs.139 Ibn Khaldūn never cites polytheists.140 Although he solely relied on these
three works, he expressed doubts when citing them. Benchekroun quotes the expressions from Ibn
Khaldūn’s writing that indicate this doubt like “wa fīha nayar”141 (in which there is doubt) or “faAllāh a’lam bi-haqiqat al-amr fī dhālik”142 (and God is most knowledgeable about the truth of that
matter). Moreover, Ibn Khaldūn makes a clear distinction between the citations from these three
works and those from Muslim authors like al-Mas’ūdī. While he writes that Orosius “za’ama”
(claimed), he specifies that al-Mas’ūdi or Ibn Hazm “qāla” (said).143
Following this analogy, Ibn Khaldūn’s methodology in terms of the sources he uses is based on an
established hierarchy of credibility. Ibn Khaldūn favored Muslim authors over the works translated
by Muslims, which he then favored over the Monotheist Jewish or Christian authors and
translators. This methodology eclipses the polytheist authors that are precisely the missing element
for North African history. Behind this disregard of the polytheists is their depiction as the
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persecutors of the monotheistic Christians and their association with the idol worshippers of Arabia
who have also persecuted the Muslims.
Benchekroun contrasts this refrain from citing polytheists’ works by North African authors
to the citations of the Eastern Arabic authors in their works. The example he has provided is that of
Ibn al-Nadīm, a 10th century Arab Muslim author from Baghdad who freely cited Plutarch in his
work based on the Christian translations of his time.144 Again, the comparison between North
African and Eastern Arabic literature illustrates the severity of the rupture of oral and written
traditions enforced by the Arabic conquest in North Africa.
Even the most illustrious authors like Ibn Khaldūn, al-Abdarī and al-Idrīsī were not able to reverse
the consequences of this rupture during the later medieval period. While it is true that al-Abdarī
and al-Idrīsī did not have access to the sources from the medieval West to inform their travels, Ibn
khaldūn did, and hence, his choices are in need of critical analysis.
Ibn Khaldūn is the author that had the most potential to become the lantern for all other
North African writers, however he chose to ignore the information that contradicted the Arab and
Muslim narratives and ideology. It is, then, apparent that his racial and religious affinities greatly
influenced his methodology. Ibn Khaldūn identified as Arab, although he wrote extensively about
the Berbers and worked for Berber dynasties. He was born in Tunisia to a family known for their
scholarly and political positions held in the high societies of Seville and North Africa and whose
South Arabian genealogy was necessary to legitimize their positions. It is also a possibility that the
reason behind using only monotheistic writing stemmed from his belief in the concept of the
Ummah, the monotheistic community harmoniously living together.145 Since he emphasized the
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authors’ and translators’ religious affiliations throughout his writing, it could have been because he
needed to elucidate the contributions of the community of monotheistic believers. However, his
precisions could have been simply a feat of the writing style of his milieu. The last and most
plausible reason could be that he didn’t want to present his scholarly contemporaries with more
reason to dislike him by including sources that advance ideas contradicting the historical and
religious beliefs of his time. Perhaps the most important individuals that Ibn Khaldūn needed to
accommodate and praise were the rulers of Nasrid Granada and Berber North Africa. The political
instabilities and shifting power often targeted intellectuals whose ideas were regarded as eccentric
or blasphemous. Indeed, it was recurrent to burn copies of infamous works and to jail and hang
blasphemous authors before and during his time.146 So, his fear of being persecuted could have
been the main reason behind his methodology. In fact, Benchekroun thinks that Ibn Khaldūn did
not “dare” to contradict the Muslim sources.147
Ibn Khaldūn is no outlier to his North African contemporaries in his depiction of the preIslamic past and origin of the Berbers. He drew his information from the previous Arab and JudeoChristian translated sources. Modéran has characterized his writing as “an update of the origin
myth” for the Berber populations of North Africa. Modéran ultimately drew attention to the
methodologies of the specialists of the Islamic period in comparison to those of the antiquity.
Should they have been studying Greek and Latin texts, they would have subjected their Arabic
texts to the same rigorous criticism.148
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North African literature is an evidence of the rupture created by the Arab conquest and
subsequent colonizations by Arab dynasties and their governors. The events that have been
appropriated to create the glory of the Arabs and Muslims have been duplicated by North African
authors in an attempt to ascend a virtual scale of racial superiority. Although we have evidence of
insurgencies and rebellions by the Berbers in North Africa and the Andalus, they have not
produced literary works defending their history and their race. Should the Barghawāta dynasty
have written works to defend their anti-Arab and anti-Muslim position, we would have had access
to a different narrative that could have presented the history and collective memory of the
Berbers.149 Instead, the earliest surviving compositions are from the 12th and 13th centuries,
contemporaneous to the end of the Barghawāta on the hands of the Almohads. As discussed below,
they perpetuate the views of the Arab and Muslim writers before them.
According to Decret and Fantar, we are not yet able to advance knowledge about the origins
of the local populations of North Africa. We are able however to eliminate the theories that are the
least plausible: the Semitic Canaanite and Himyarite origins that are not supported linguistic
analysis.150

DNA EVIDENCE
Ancient DNA (aDNA) analyses can scientifically examine the mitochondrial maternal
(mtDNA) and y-chromosome paternal DNA of samples extracted from individuals and draw
conclusions pertaining to population migration and replacement movements. Such endeavors were
taken and had delivered remarkable results that shed the light on the original stratum of the North

149

The Barghawāta were a group of Berbers governed by a dynasty (8th- 13th centuries) that claimed to follow the new
Abrahamic religion after Islam. Thanks to Ibn Khaldūn’s account, we have a portion of their Berber Qur’an and a few
of their religious practices, which strikingly resemble those of Islam. (c.f: Iskander, John. “Devout Heretics: The
Barghawata in Maghribi Historiography.” The Journal of North African Studies 12, no. 1 (2007): 37–53).
150
Decret and Fantar, L’Afrique Du Nord, 34.

48

African population. With samples from North Africa and South Iberia, a study has compared its
results to African and Levantine ancient genomes.151 This study has also confirmed the results of
previously conducted comparisons of earlier dates (the prehistoric perido). It should be noted that
the results and conclusions obtained can be refined as more samples are collected and tested. The
samples remain limited compared to the studies conducted in European and Near Eastern contexts.
The samples that have been chosen for this study are extracted from individuals excavated
in Ifri N’Amaru Moussa (5000 BCE) and Kelif el Baroud (3000 BCE) in Morocco. The Iberian
sample has been extracted from the El Toro site (5000 BCE) in Spain. The study aimed to
understand the process of neolithization that transformed the populations from hunter-gatherers to
famers and skilled potters. This process is believed to have begun by the local Epipaleolithic
communities but to have also been a product of a diffusion of populations from the Levant or
Iberia. This study determines if this process has been solely the product of the migrations of the
Levantine and Iberian farmers and potters or if it was only their ideas and innovations that traveled
to North Africa.
It is interesting to note that the North African populations have changed in between 5000
BCE and 3000 BCE to the extent that it was believed that a new influx of genomes or a population
replacement occurred. The genomes from 5000 BCE greatly resembled those of 15,000 years ago
(from the Taforalt caves) and 7000 years ago in ancient Morocco. This points to a continuous
isolation of the population between the Later Stone Age and the Early Neolithic in ancient
Morocco. This definitely represents that original stratum of the North African population
mentioned by textual evidence above. The study regards the DNA elements present in all of these
samples as the Berber genome. This Berber genome has been preserved in Berber individuals until
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today, however, not without new elements being added to the DNA of modern-day North Africans.
The 5000 BCE Moroccan DNA includes mtDNA haplogroups associated with the back migration
from Africa through Eurasia and into North Africa with similarities present in West African
genomes (Gambia and Mandenka). It also shares some aDNA elements with ancient Levantine
populations (the Natufians of 9000 BCE and the pre-pottery groups of 6500 BCE). The ychromosome DNA points to the typical North African genome present in this sample. In examining
this sample for the ancestral alleles present, it shows that its attributes are most likely dark skin and
eyes.
The mtDNA and y-chromosome haplogroups found in the 3000 BCE Moroccan samples,
however, point to elements present in Anatolian and European Neolithic samples. The latter
elements are strongly present in the 5000 BCE South Iberian sample from El Toro that are close to
modern-day South Iberian, North Italian and Sardinian populations. When the 3000 BCE
Moroccan sample is compared to both the 5000 BCE samples from Morocco and Spain, it shows
evidence of being composed of 50% of each of the genomes and none of the sub-Saharan genomes.
The ancestral alleles found in this samples are most likely to predispose individuals to lighter skin
and eye color. The study mentions previously discovered evidence of sub-Saharan elements
introduced around 1200 BCE, Arab elements corresponding to the Arab conquest and European
elements relevant to a later historic period.
The results we are now able to compare to the textual evidence discussed above draw a
picture of the history of migration of the North African population. The distant Levantine elements
that have been introduced to the African population from the back migration in the 5000 BCE
samples corresponds to a wave of migration breaking the isolation of the North African populations
(15,000 and 7000 years ago). The strong Anatolian and Southern European elements present in the
3000 BCE samples point to a great in-flux of population or a near replacement of the North African
50

populations between 5000 BCE and 3000 BCE. The introduction of sub-Saharan elements around
1200 BCE pre-dated the first evidence of exchange with Phoenicians, the foundation of the city of
Lixus (9th-8th centuries BCE).152 The contacts with the North Africans must have been made some
years before the foundations of this city. The North African people, Lybians from Mauretania
specifically, that were contacted by the Phoenicians were at that point of autochthonous, Iberian,
distantly Levantine and sub-Saharan African origins.
This evidence disqualifies the Levantine or Semitic components as origins for the original
stratum of the North African population. Instead, the earlier populations can be regarded as having
African DNA with distant Levantine elements (from 9000 BCE and 6500 BCE). The most recent
significant change in the population (between 5000 BCE and 3000 BCE) is a strong in-flux of
populations from the Iberian Peninsula. There is evidence for this Iberian-African mixture of
population in the ceramics of the Cardial type, as well as African elephant ivory and ostrich eggs
found in Iberia.153 The later African migration (1200 BCE) would have added elements to the
origins of the local populations prior to the spread of the Phoenician and Punic culture, Roman
invasion and Islamic conquest.
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CONCLUSION
As this study examined textual, archaeological and scientific evidence, the complex character of
the Amazigh identity that has been rooted in North Africa for millennia emerged. The series of
invasions and colonizations drew a line of continuity that has erased the collective memories of
their history but failed to erase their material culture. This continuity of invasions has created a
corpus of literature written by others on African soil and appropriated intermittently by North
Africans themselves. It is by contrasting these literatures with one another and with the
archaeological record that I have been able to put forth the characters of the Libyan, Afri, Berber
and Amazigh identities and their evolution.
While we are able to prove that the names Libyan and Amazigh stem from the intentions and
sentiments of the local North African population through their own inscriptions and modern-day
literature respectively, we are not able to prove the same origin for the name Afri nor can we prove
the ancient existence for the term Mazigh. The scarcity of evidence definitely plays a significant
role in limiting the available information and the tools for their interpretation. The particularly
strong textual evidence pertaining to the politically charged term Berber have shed a light on the
rupture created by the Arab conquest and its ruptures. It illustrated the results of the internalized
struggle of the medieval Berbers for self-governance and political legitimacy as well as the
importance of literature in correcting the misconceptions created by the Arabs about them. The
term Amazigh represents the fruit of all the previous struggles, as it is a chosen identification that
carries associations of freedom and stories of strength and nobility. These efforts were crowned by
a recognition of the Amazigh language in the Tifinagh script as an official language in Morocco as
well as the creation of the Institut Royal de la Culture Amazighe du Maroc (IRCAM) in Rabat,
Morocco.
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The origins of the North African population remain complicated. The main account that has
survived through history is that of a Semitic Canaanite or Himyarite origin. The other accounts
discussed in this study mention Greek, Persian, Phoenician and Iberian origins engulfed in myth.
The DNA evidence available to us today create a remarkable contrast to the textual evidence.
Although the results are in need of refinement, they point to African, distant Levantine, Iberian and
later Arab and European elements of the Moroccan identity. These results disprove the popular
theory of Semitic origin for the original stratum of the population.
The importance of such a study and its results is the presentation of the historically accurate selfidentifications for the Amazigh, so they may be used according to the discipline studying their
histories. Because the current state of historical, art historical and archaeological research and their
approaches are confined within chronological delimitations corresponding to the multiple
invasions, no sole time period can correspond to Amazigh studies and all North African studies are
potentially Berber studies. Roman antiquity or Arab-Islamic dynasties cannot be studied through
Roman or Arab-Islamic lenses and without the awareness of the historical continuities or forced
ruptures. Such awareness has the potential of elucidating the circumstances in which excavated
material culture has been fashioned and, thus, correct our approach.
Garnering this awareness has the unfortunate potential of creating a politically charged and divisive
rhetoric. The dangers of using archaeology and art history as tools to concoct and support political
agendas has not been outlandish according to the recent history. The literature describing efforts of
the French colonial authorities in this regard remain a prominent example that illustrates the danger
of such agendas. Similarly, the lack of pertinent terminology that addresses the Amazigh pasts and
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material culture has the potential to become dangerous for a mixed Amazigh and Arab
population.154
Future efforts could concern a better compartmentalization of the subfields of historical and
archaeological research through interdisciplinary approaches that cross the boundaries set by the
Roman and Arab invasions. It would, then, be necessary to study the archaeological layers and the
artifacts they yield as references to themselves first, before their study as part of the common
registers of the Mediterranean basin (Punic, Iberian, Roman and Arab-Islamic).
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Fig 1. Map of North Africa. Google Maps. “North Africa” Accessed December 23,
2019
https://www.google.com/maps/@19.5979139,-7.6764402,4z
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Fig 2. Map of Morocco in antiquity including the rivers, mountain ranges and major cities. Rebuffat, René. “La Frontière de La Tingitaine.” In Actes de La Table Ronde En Hommage à
Pierre Salama (Paris, 2-3 Mai 1997), 56:265–86. Histoire Ancienne et Médiévale. Paris:
Publications de la Sorbonne, 2000. Figure 4.
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Fig 3. Map of Mauritania Tingitana and Hispania including the River Lixus and the occupied centers during the
Roman period (3rd century-40 CE). Callegarin, Laurent. “La Côte Mauretanienne et Ses Relations Avec Le
Littoral de La Bétique (Find Du IIIe Siècle Ac. J.-C. - Ier Siècle Ap. J.-C.).” Mainaké 30 (2008): 289–328. Figure
2.
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Fig 4. The Berber flag with the Tifinagh free man. Torres de Janon, Xavier A., "Challenging Tunisia’s Homogenous
Arabness:Post-Revolutionary Civil Society Activism for the ‘Invisible’ Tunisian Amazigh" (2014). Independent
Study Project (ISP) Collection. 1939. https://digitalcollections.sit.edu/isp_collection/1939. Figure 2.
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Fig 5. Libyc stele from Azib n’Ikkis (dated to the 6th century or the 1st century BCE). El Khayari, Abdelaziz.
“Nouvelles Remarques Épigraphiques et Chronologiques Sur l’inscription Des Azibs n’Ikkis (Haut Atlas,
Maroc)” 21 (2009): 128–36. Figure 1
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Fig 6. Neo-punic inscription on an Italic ceramic plate of the type Goudineau 17 found in the incineration tomb 2 dated to
between 23-40 BCE (Boube 1977, plate CXIX). El Khayari, Abdelaziz. “Graffites Néopuniques Provenant de La
Nécropole de Sala (Maroc).” Bulletin d’Archéologie Marocaine 11 (2009): 126–35. Figure 1 -2
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